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“So often, children of diaspora unlearn oppressive narratives in 
isolation from one another. We unlearn them through cycles of error, 
harm, and forgiveness. We forge a path different from that of our 
ancestors, and pass the knowledge we gain on to our children, hoping 
that they choose solidarity over exceptionalism from the outset. In 
Diaspora-ish, Gayatri Sethi has codified her own unlearning, and made 
it an offering to all of us. How lucky are the daughters of diaspora to 
have this book on our shelves as a companion on their journeys of 
unlearning and relearning. How lucky are we all to have Diaspora-ish as 
an intergenerational learning resource for our collective struggle and 
solidarity.”—Neema Avashia, author of Another Appalachia: Coming 
Up Queer and Indian in a Mountain Place


“In this groundbreaking collection, Sethi explores topics such as 
identity and belongingness to not only raise questions about what it 
means to be in community with each other, but also help those who
constantly feel as though they don’t belong, feel seen and accepted.”   
—Dr. Rita Shah, Professor of Criminology, Eastern Michigan 
University


“More than a book, Diaspora-ish is a call to action, a challenge to 
reconsider our place in the world, and interrogate our very way of 
thinking. A powerful and timely read.”—Adiba Jaigirdar, award- 
winning author of The Henna Wars



“In Diaspora-ish, author and educator Gayatri Sethi insightfully 
examines how identity shapes belonging, as well as how both can 
become double-edged swords in service of insidious imperial systems. 
Using the same genre-bending, multimedia style as her powerful debut 
Unbelonging, Sethi wields an incisive blend of prose and poetry that 
challenges readers to reflect—often directly within the pages of the 
book—on the pretty, perilous traps identity politics can lure us into, 
while also teaching us how to begin the process of liberating ourselves 
and our comrades. If you truly believe that none of us are free until all 
of us are free—if you genuinely want to decolonize and emancipate 
yourself from empire—Diaspora-ish is a must read.”—Priyanka 
Taslim, author of The Love Match and Always Be My Bibi
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“Powerful and poignant, Dr Sethi’s book is not just genre-defying, but 
also identity-defying. It will not just encourage quiet reflection, but 
also powerful rebellion and solidarity. Dr. Gayatri Sethi’s verse offers 
a tool kit to unlearning and learning, unbelonging and belonging. 
Diaspora-ish is an empowering read I recommend reading and re- 
reading. I look forward to more books from this talented author!”        
—Reem Faruqi, author of Unsettled and Zarina Divided



“Diaspora-ish’s call to embrace “open heart living” in a time when all 
things related to immigration, identity, and diaspora are being acutely 
criminalized is an invitation back to our humanity. The author invites 
us into criticality with curiosity, hope, self-awareness, and radical love, 
so that we may challenge dominant, oppressive narratives about who 
belongs and why. ¡En solidaridad, siempre!” —Dr. Ivania Delgado, 
Clinical Assistant Professor and Practicum Director of MSW at 
Saint Joseph’s University



“Diaspora-ish puts into words what so many of us have been 
experiencing, wrestling with, suppressing for so many years. I have to 
sit with each page. Meditate. Feel it.”—Safa Suleiman, educator and 
author of Hilwa’s Gifts



“Gayatri Sethi’s voice is essential, especially in a time when so many 
communities live outside their homelands, when the question of home 
is so fraught with complexities. In these pages, we learn what it means 
to truly embrace and act in solidarity with others who become our 
anchors and—in the highest meaning of the word—our kin.”—Susan 
Muaddi Darraj, award-winning author of Behind You Is the Sea



“Diaspora-ish is a deeply poetic touchstone for those turning their 
minds, hearts and actions toward collective liberation. A must-have.”    
—Karuna Riazi, author of A Bit of Earth and Sabrena Swept Away
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For the diasporic who seek belonging and find liberations in


unbelonging. Y’all keep our collective solidarities alive.
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Care Notes


The following pages include mentions 


& explorations of these themes:


Colonialism & imperialism


History of partition & displacement


Systems of oppression


Racism & anti-Blackness


Patriarchy & misogyny


Casteism


Trauma & abuse


Interpersonal violence


Homophobia & transphobia
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For those ready to do aatma da kam:


This book is a constellation—multilingual, multimodal, multicultural, 
multifaith, multigeographical. It carries many worlds inside it, refusing 
to belong to just one. It is part poetry, part workbook, part journal, 
part invitation. A breathing, moving text that does not let you simply 
read it; it asks you to live it. It is for those ready to do aatma da kam, 
soul work: that brave, bruising labor of looking within and asking, who 
am I in this world, and who do I become in the worlds I help create?



Through verse and reflection, it gathers the voices of scholars, 
activists, revolutionaries—voices too often silenced or erased from the 
main stage of literature and public memory. In these pages, they speak 
again. Their words hum with history, grief, resistance, and rebirth. 
They remind us that critique is an act of care—that to question society, 
we must first question ourselves.



This is not a passive read. The text demands your pause. It interrupts 
your scrolling, your skimming, your easy comfort. It inserts breath 
breaks and reflection spaces, turning the act of reading into ritual. 
Each section calls you back to your own life, to your classrooms, to 
your communities. It insists that what happens on the page must echo 
in practice.



In the midst of apocalyptic feelings—this sense that everything is 
crumbling, because it is—the book whispers: maybe the breaking 
is part of the healing, part of the making. It is a guide for future 
dreaming, for paradigm shifting, for worldbuilding that can happen in 
the diaspora, in the here and now. It names what is painful and what is 
possible, what we must dismantle and what we must dare to imagine.
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This book is both balm and mirror. It critiques culture and policy 
with precision and love. It does not leave out the ugly, the horrible, 
the hard—because truth-telling is its own kind of tenderness. It holds 
space for rage and for rest, for mourning and for movement.


For those at the beginning of their activism journey, this is not a 
“how-to.” It is a “here(’s)/why.” A reminder that the revolution begins 
inside heads, homes, and in the hearts, before it takes to the streets. 
It is poetic, cutting-edge, and critical—a text that holds the tension 
between beauty and brutality, hope and honesty.


To read this book is to be seen, unsettled, and set in motion.


This is not a book you finish—


it lingers.


it’s a book you return to, again and again,


as you build a better self, a better society,


a better future.


Victoria Gill, Ed.D.


Assistant Professor, Lesley University
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Beloved reader,


Who am I? Where do I belong? Who are my people?


For much of my life, I have grappled with these fundamentally human 
questions. But as a descendant of people who were made refugees, as 
a child to immigrants born in Tanzania, and as an immigrant myself 
to north america, these inquiries have often been aggravated by life 
experiences of exclusion, discrimination, and othering. As I talk to 
folks of multiple generations, I realize that what so many of us consider 
a personal “identity crisis” might be a shared experience of living in 
diaspora.


During times of upheaval characterized by climate disaster, social 
injustices, humanitarian catastrophes, and genocides, our sense of 
self and each other is all the more in question. Many of us are braving 
highly uncertain presents and futures.


In my ongoing search for answers and ways of connecting my 
experiences to larger collective understandings, I began writing the 
words in this book. A few years ago, in a previous iteration of musings 
and reflections titled Unbelonging, I proposed that we normalize not 
belonging. What if we accepted that some of us, no matter where we 
go or where we try to fit in, simply do not belong? In this new book, 
I extend my thinking and search for explanations to include ongoing 
learning about identity and solidarity.


Rather than writing formal prose or an academic-style text 
about these themes, this is an experimental, genre-defiant book. 
Many entries and pages take the form of journal-like entries of 
observations and inquiries. My aim is to invite readers to engage
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with the issues within using reflective and critical thinking. I 
include repeated invitations to unlearn, learn, and relearn what 
we have been taught about ourselves, each other, and the world we 
inhabit.


Perhaps, we might need to rethink our inquiries. Who are we? Why do 
we seek to belong? With whom do we rebuild solidarity? How do we 
unmake this world in revolutionary ways?


I invite you, beloved reader, to enter the ensuing pages bravely with 
an open heart and mind. It is my radical hope that what you read may 
shift your thinking, feeling, and being, too. I embrace you with care as 
you embark on this relearning journey.


In earnest solidarity,


Gayatri
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Reading Guide


A few suggestions as you read this book


This book is intended to be an interactive, brave space of reflection, 
healing, and creation. Many holistic educators believe that learning is 
healing. True learning shifts us from discomfort to understanding by 
engaging our heads, hearts, and hands.


ENGAGE


The words and illustrations herein are created to evoke a warm 
embrace even as you might feel new emotions and be challenged by 
some of these uncomfortable truths. It is my earnest hope that you will 
experience this book actively. Try this: Highlight words. Doodle in the 
margins. Scratch out words. Fold the pages if you are so inclined. Add 
your own ideas. Write your own reflections in the margins or blank 
spaces. Express yourself!


UNLEARN


This book is designed by an educator to facilitate learning. Use the 
prompts and inquiries to self-reflect. Create space to process your own 
observations and experiences related to these themes. Passive reading 
does not result in shifts in understanding. When you feel emotionally 
provoked by ideas you encounter, pause. Regular spaces and reflection 
prompts are included to facilitate processing of thoughts and emotions. 
Take your time.
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LEARN


Research and invitations for further study are embedded throughout. 
When you encounter a new word or phrase, circle it and add it to 
the inquiries and notes pages embedded throughout the book. The 
transition pages from each subsection to the next are replete with 
learning resources in the form of inquiries, citations, and key concepts. 
You are encouraged to dig deeper into the concepts highlighted in 
the invitations to research. There are fields of study and well-known 
authors and scholars whose ideas informed this work. They are cited 
and named throughout. Create your own learning and reading lists.


RELEARN


New concepts and forms are included herein. You will encounter new 
languages, scripts, and symbols. Certain reframes and departures from 
writing convention, even capitalizations and spellings, are deliberate. 
Consider the reasons underlying these efforts. Release attachments to 
widely accepted communication norms while reading. Reimagine the 
power of language. Revise your communications intentionally.


SHARE


This book is designed to be a multifaceted learning experience— equal 
parts poetry collection, workbook, and journal. If these words, verses, 
and inquiries provoke new understandings or actions, feel free to create 
your own art in these pages and outside them. Start a conversation. 
Share the book’s ideas with your circle of friends and community. 
Form a book club. Plan a teach-in or workshop. Collaborate on new 
possibilities for relearning in collectives.
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Identities
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Why identify?


Identity matters.


We see color.


We are not invisible.


We are not ether.


Race is a construction


and race has real life ramifications.


Name all the intersections.


If we do not say who we are,


if we do not claim all our selves,


we will be erased.


We need to see how we are differently placed


before we can claim to all be one human race.


Identify.
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What is identity?


What am I?


Have you ever wondered why forms of identification like


passports exist & for what purpose?


Race


Ethnicity


Age


Gender


Sexuality


Religion


Caste


Class


Nationality


Name


Photo


Date of Birth


Residence


Fingerprint


Identity Categories


Enter words you identify with when you are completing


demographic forms.
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Are you still at a loss when you are asked identity


questions?


I rarely respond with words (mostly feels) when asked questions and


inquiries that land like blows, weapons even.


What are you? (sarcasm or silence)


Who are you? (humor or hurt)


Where are you from? (defensiveness or digression)


Why are you here? (deflection or dismay)


Unbox me


We are expected to check boxes


but who lives in boxes?


This or that?


Here or there?


Pick one box.


Check it.


I am other.


I am also all of the above.


Am I everything?


A wise poet oft quoted says,


I contain multitudes.


Truer words I never heard said 


about myself.


We cannot be contained


in boxes or closets or binaries.


Humans are fluid.
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I flow in the gaps.


I live in the inter


sections.


I cannot be divided or carved up into sections.


I cannot check a box.


I would be split


on the atomic level


and then everything else,


like the box,


would explode.


Identity struggle song


Who am I?


Who on earth am I?


Frantz Fanon says, “In the world through which i travel, i


am endlessly creating myself.”1


I live in the


margins.


I even inhabit the margins of the intersections.


1. Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks (Grove Press, Inc., 1967), 229.
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Words matter. Names matter.


those who look at me but do not know me throw around


these words:


do they know me?


do they even see me?


thank heavens i know myself enough


to not be limited, constrained,


or contained


by words that are not


my own.


names matter. words matter.


immigrant


woman of color


other


brown


migrant


bipoc


south asian


desi


proud


opinionated


condescending


outspoken


threatening


confusing


woke


crazy


articulate


angry


defiant


foreign


exotic


divisive


disgraceful


disruptive
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Words they call me
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Naming is healing


Politicians threaten to “send us back.”


People demand, “Go back to where you came from.”


Identity can be weaponized.


for those of us who are wounded by weaponized unbelonging


even by those who share identities with us,


there is a deep healing power in learning to name and identify


ourselves.


Words to describe our character are not the same as our identity.


What not?


Audre Lorde said, “If i didn’t define myself for myself, i would be


crunched into other people’s fantasies for me and eaten alive.”2


Define me not


by what I am not.


You call me non-white.


You refer to us as non-Europeans.


You tell us we are non-English speakers.


I do not define myself as what not.


I deny dominance of what I am not.


Question identity


No matter the inquiry, i am other.


2. Audre Lorde, “Learning from the 60s,” in Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches (Crossing


Press, 1984), 137.
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How about asking, how do you identify?


Leave the responses open-ended.


Symptoms of unbelonging: a self-diagnosis


Longing   Discomfort   Sabotage   Malaise   Insecurity   Anxiety  


Mania  Paranoia   Wanderlust   Fernweh   Meraki   Eunoia   Ataraxia


Hodophilia   Be/longing


Human | [image: ] | [image: ] | Humaine


I am 100% human


striving to be humane


seeking to cultivate humanity.


Will this ever be enough?


When will this be enough?


Where on earth will this be enough?


Belonging struggle song


Where do I belong?


Where on earth do I belong?


Why struggle with identity & belonging?


Around the globe,


hate crimes are proliferating.
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I am diaspora-ish.


Diaspora


What is the word for someone


who cannot define a single identity


or origin?


What is the word to identify someone


who cannot define a single place they belong?


What is the word that defies definition


to mean someone is from nowhere


and everywhere?


Is it diaspora?


Not quite, but maybe.


Diaspora is neither an identity nor a geography.


-ish?


To be -ish


is to be multi-identified


& this is to be this & that & that


& that too all at once.


To be -ish is to be &


never either/or


but ever & &.


I say I am “ish” when speaking about my identitities.


I belong and unbelong.


What if I becomes i?
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